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Over the last two decades, political theory has seen a shift from discussions of liberal justice and constitutionalism to debates about democracy and deliberation. Theories of deliberative democracy are presented as a challenge to aggregate models of democratic decision-making, which are held to be insensitive to the interests of losing minorities. An important argument for deliberative democracy was advanced in the early twentieth century by John Dewey. Dewey argued that including deliberative elements into decision-making would lead to the transformation rather than merely the aggregation of voter preferences, and in so doing lend political outcomes greater legitimacy.

Contemporary deliberative democrats sometimes acknowledge Dewey, but few engage in any detail with his writings, let alone examine them in the context of pragmatism. Recently, Robert Talisse and Cheryl Misak have focused attention on the relationship between pragmatism and deliberative democracy. They have done so, however, by drawing not on Dewey but on the founder of pragmatism, Charles Sanders Peirce.​[2]​ Misak and Talisse find in Peirce elements of an epistemological conception of democracy in which deliberation is justified as the mechanism by which citizens might secure the truth of their beliefs. 

The Peircean account of deliberation draws upon epistemic norms that citizens are said to share. All citizens, whatever moral or religious beliefs they might have, are committed to the truth of those beliefs. For this reason, Peircean deliberativism is said to be both substantively normative and respectful of what John Rawls calls ‘the fact of reasonable pluralism’. As Talisse writes, ‘The Peircean claim is that, no matter what one thinks about Big Questions concerning, say, human nature, the good life, the nature of evil, or man’s place in the cosmos, one must recognize a prevailing epistemic interest in getting one’s answers to Big Questions right. And getting right answers to such questions requires that one have access to the kind of epistemic processes that can exist only under democratic conditions’.​[3]​

While showing that the Peircean account of deliberation is an original and important contribution to debates about democracy, this paper argues that it focuses too narrowly on the epistemic value of deliberation. It goes on to suggest that there are reasons for preferring a Deweyan account, in which the pursuit of truth is seen as part of a wider conception of human flourishing. The paper begins by outlining the pragmatist view of inquiry, showing how it is developed by Misak and Talisse into an account of deliberative democracy. It then locates this account in the context of recent discussion in political theory, comparing it to Deweyan democracy on the one hand and liberal deliberativism on the other. The paper goes on to argue that in seeking to justify democracy solely in epistemic terms, the Peircean account overlooks much that is important in democracy, an oversight that, it is suggested, is corrected in Dewey. 


The pragmatist view of inquiry 

Pragmatism rejects what Dewey called the ‘spectator theory of knowledge’, the view that reality has an intrinsic nature and that knowledge is a matter of seeking accurately to represent it; that, as he put it, ‘what is known is antecedent to the mental act of observation and inquiry, and is totally unaffected by these acts’.​[4]​ The spectator theory of knowledge stemmed from what Dewey, following Peirce, regarded as a misconceived distinction between the world and our experience of it. Pragmatism rejects the spectator theory, arguing that inquiry should be thought of not as the attempt to correspond accurately to the world but to act effectively within it. Peirce adopted Alexander Bain’s view of beliefs as habits of action, habits that were seen as adaptations enabling people to cope with their environment. And, because that environment continually changes, he and Dewey held that the best approach in inquiry was an experimental one in which attempts at coping were held open to critical consideration and revision. 

Peirce took pragmatist experimentalism to mark a radical departure from traditional understandings of inquiry. In his essay ‘The Fixation of Belief’, he identified the goal of inquiry to be agreement among inquirers: ‘the sole object of inquiry is the settlement of opinion. We may fancy that this is not enough for us, and that we seek, not merely an opinion, but a true opinion. But put this fancy to the test, and it proves groundless; for as soon as a firm belief is reached we are entirely satisfied, whether the belief be true or false’.​[5]​ That essay considers four methods of firmly ‘fixing belief’. Three of these are the method of tenacity (in which a belief is held on to irrespective of the weight of evidence for or against it); the method of authority (in which the declarations of a public authority are taken to be fixed and final, and shielded by censorship and suppression from alternatives); and the a priori method (the appeal to calculations of individual rationality without any attempt to relate one’s findings to the truth). A problem for each of these methods is that they refuse to allow for revision, either by obstinately clinging (as in the method of tenacity) to a conclusion in the face of contrary evidence or (as in the case of the method of authority) erecting a structure which represses challenges to it. The a priori method constitutes a variation on this error, assuming that inquiry seeks consensus without regard to the truth. In contrast, the fourth method, the method of science, allows for each of these things. It is resistant to the idea of authorities settling, once and for all, the truth and enjoins us to experimental and to revise our beliefs in the light of new evidence. 

The method of science brings out one of the central points of pragmatism, which is that it is at once falliblist and anti-sceptical.​[6]​ In viewing inquiry in evolutionary terms, as adaptations to an ever-changing environment, pragmatists are anti-foundationalist. Inquiries into the world are provisional, and subject to change, not least because those inquires themselves come to alter our circumstances. This point was pressed by Dewey, who argued that there is no sharp distinction between our goals and the means by which we seek to achieve them. He spoke of what he called the ‘continuum of ends-means’, the view that as we strive to realise our ends, we find that we revise our view of what it is we want.​[7]​ At the same time, while maintaining that no belief is, in principle, closed to revision, pragmatists are not sceptics. If knowledge is regarded as an attempt to cope with the world, doubt is not experienced as a natural condition but rather arises only when inquirers are given specific reason to call into question their settled beliefs. Peirce urged this point against Descartes, whom he felt had encouraged scepticism where there was no need for it: ‘We cannot begin with complete doubt … A person may, it is true, in the course of his studies, find reason to doubt what he began by believing; but in that case he doubts because he has a positive reason for it, and not on account of the Cartesian maxim. Let us not pretend to doubt in philosophy what we do not doubt in our hearts’.​[8]​ Such ‘paper doubts’ were those with which Peirce thought philosophy ought to dispense. 

Several commentators have identified a tension in ‘The Fixation of Belief’. The claim that the sole object of inquiry is the settlement of opinion seems to be contradicted by Peirce’s view that the method of science is superior to the three alternatives he outlines. If inquiry aims at agreement, science would seem to be a poor method of inquiry because it continually revises its findings. Talisse has argued persuasively that this objection stems from a misreading of Peirce’s essay. He claims that Peirce should not be understood as attempting to identify four different methods of inquiry in an effort to demonstrate that the method of science is superior when measured by some supposedly independent criteria. Rather, the norms of the method of science – norms such as paying attention to the evidence and listening to the objections raised by one’s peers – are those which all inquirers necessarily employ. That is to say, Peirce should be understood not as commending one method of inquiry over three alternative and deficient versions, but as pointing out the norms to which we are all implicitly committed. As Talisse writes, ‘The superiority of the scientific method consists in this: given what it is to have a belief, it is the only method we can self-consciously adopt’.​[9]​ 

In his critique of the spectator theory of knowledge, and more generally in his objections to what he pejoratively called ‘the problems of philosophers’, Dewey closely followed Peirce. However, he and Peirce went on to differ markedly on the implications they took the pragmatist view of inquiry to have for social and political questions. Dewey connected the method of science to political matters through his account of deliberative democracy. What he called ‘the method of democracy’ seeks, as he wrote, to bring ‘conflicts out into the open where their special claims can be discussed and judged in the light of more inclusive interests than are represented by either of them separately’.​[10]​ Dewey’s view of democracy, together with his role in progressive democratic causes – he helped to found both the American Civil Liberties Union and The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People – led him to be regarded as America’s ‘philosopher of democracy’.​[11]​ In contrast, Peirce held that the method of science had no application to political questions. In particular, he emphasised the importance of distinguishing the pursuit of the good for society from the pursuit of truth: ‘I must confess that I belong to that class of scallawags who purpose, with God’s help, to look the truth in the face, whether doing so be conducive to the interests of society or not’.​[12]​ Peirce was not a deliberative democrat, for the reason that he was no democrat in any sense of the term; towards the end of his life he described himself as an ‘ultra-conservative’, ‘an old-fashioned christian, a believer in the efficacy of prayer, an opponent of female suffrage and of universal male suffrage, in favor of letting business-methods develop without the interference of law, a disbeliever in democracy, etc. etc’.​[13]​ 

Despite this, Misak and Talisse both argue that Peirce’s writings contain elements of a more attractive and normatively substantive account of democracy than that of the avowedly democratic Dewey. Following Peirce, Misak observes that if we believe something, we believe it to be true. She also points out the difference between believing something true and its actually being true. From this, she claims that the only way to assure ourselves of the truth of our beliefs is by the method of science, testing our beliefs by engaging with our peers in inquiry: ‘a methodological requirement falls out of the idea that a true belief would be the best belief, were inquiry to be pursued as far as it could fruitfully go. That methodological principle is that the experience of others must be taken seriously’.​[14]​ She goes on to argue that the method of science, where no view is in principle above scrutiny and where beliefs are put to the test in communities of inquiry, applies to all communities: ‘In the moral and political realm, this requires that everyone be given the chance to contribute to debate’.​[15]​ In the same way, Talisse claims that the method of science leads directly to deliberative democracy: ‘Just as the epistemic norms we are already committed to in virtue of the fact that we have beliefs at all lead us to the scientific method of inquiry, those very same norms commit us to democratic politics’.​[16]​ 

Misak and Talisse are clear that Peirce would not have endorsed the use they make of his work.​[17]​ But at the same time, they take their Peircean accounts to draw closely on his writings in a way that constitutes, as I will now outline, an advance not only on Deweyan democracy but on non-Peircean versions of deliberation more generally. 


Peirce and the justification of deliberative democracy

Misak and Talisse locate their Peircean accounts of deliberation in the context of recent discussion in political theory, in particular by considering how it addresses problems they both identify in liberal thought. Talisse takes liberalism to be committed to two concerns, concerns which are in tension with each other and which liberal theorists have struggled unsuccessfully to reconcile. The first is that liberalism takes itself to be normatively superior to non-liberal regimes and ways of life. The second is its recognition and attempt to address what John Rawls calls ‘the fact of reasonable pluralism’, the fact that there are many different ways of life which can reasonably be valued by citizens, and that consequently there is no way for any of them legitimately to be imposed on those who do not share them. Talisse argues that taken together, this presents liberal theorists with a difficulty: ‘Either provide a robust normative account of the legitimacy of liberal democracy and thereby frustrate social pluralism, or accommodate social pluralism and abandon the aspiration for a cogent philosophical account of the legitimacy of democracy’.​[18]​

Talisse faults Dewey’s writings for amounting to a version of the former. Dewey was an opponent of the belief that one’s identity is something given prior to entry into society, an assumption that he identified and criticised in eighteenth century English and French philosophy.​[19]​ He argued that one’s identity is the result of socialisation, and went on to suggest that individuals can only live fully human lives within democratic communities because they, uniquely, provide the opportunity for individual development. Matthew Festenstein has recently emphasised how Dewey’s view of democracy rests upon an ethics in which the self-development of every individual is bound up with the development of society as a whole, a view which stresses the interconnectedness of human beings by taking their interests to be inextricably interwoven. Festenstein writes that for Dewey, ‘Democracy is the precondition for intelligent deliberation in addressing social and political problems, and is necessary for the autonomous resolution of these problems by the individuals involved’.​[20]​ This position constitutes, in Talisse’s terms, a robust normative account of the legitimacy of democracy. However, he argues that it does not respect the fact of reasonable pluralism. This is because it requires that all citizens share Dewey’s comprehensive moral doctrine and regard political participation as central to any meaningful human life: ‘The Deweyan view is driven by a distinctive conception of human flourishing according to which the participation of citizens in democracy community is both the necessary condition for and essential constituent of a properly human life’.​[21]​ For Talisse, it is a view which can therefore be reasonably rejected. 

Talisse and Misak argue that, in contrast to Dewey, contemporary liberal theorists have tended towards the second of the two positions identified above, attempting to accommodate reasonable pluralism by refusing to offer a normative justification of democracy. Misak remarks that ‘there has been a failure to offer a non-circular or non-question-begging justification of the view that we ought to arrange moral and political decision-making around open and free debate with agreement as its aim’.​[22]​ She takes this fault to be marked in Rawls’ later writings, in which the aspiration to offer such a justification is given up in favour of the attempt to draw on the contingent beliefs and practices of liberal societies. Misak argues that he is therefore unable, within the scope of his theory, to offer anything normative: ‘Rawls does not provide us with an independent or neutral justification of the liberal or democratic virtues; he just assumes those virtues’.​[23]​ This problem is said not to be limited to Rawls, but to be endemic among political liberals. For instance, Richard Rorty is criticised not just for his failure to offer a non-question-begging justification of democracy, but for celebrating the contingency of all justification. As with Rawls, Misak laments what she calls Rorty’s ‘abandonment of justification’.​[24]​

The failure or refusal of liberals such as Rawls and Rorty to offer a non-question-begging justification of democracy is seen by Misak and Talisse not merely to be a narrowly philosophical matter, but one that has profound consequences for modern society. Without such a justification, they claim there is nothing that can be said to stem the tide of intolerance that we increasingly face. Misak is unambiguous about what she takes to be entailed by the lack of a non-circular justification: ‘the response to pluralism and to the absence of a universal basis of adjudication has too often been intolerance, an intolerance which has sometimes culminated in genocide’.​[25]​ For his part, Talisse indicts liberal theorists both for failing to offer such a justification, and for supporting elements in modern life which exacerbate the kind of outcome about which Misak is so concerned. He accepts Michael Sandel’s critique of what he calls ‘atomised individualism’, the view that the individual’s beliefs and desires are formed prior to their entry into society, and that the point of politics is for individuals so conceived narrowly to pursue their own ends. Talisse writes that the consequence of such a view is that society is deprived of any sense of commonality or fellow-feeling between citizens, evidenced by a decline in civic participation and civic mindedness and a breakdown in the trust that citizens have in government and political institutions more generally.​[26]​ 

Misak and Talisse are of course not alone in regretting these features of modern life, and they join many political theorists in seeing political deliberation as a means to address them. Deliberative democrats argue that providing a space for deliberation will increase the sense of identification and solidarity between citizens, leading to the transformation of their beliefs and greater legitimacy for political decisions. However, Talisse and Misak contrast their radical hopes for their own position with what they take to be the inadequacies of these non-Peircean versions of deliberation. These versions, as in the case of Rawls and writers such as Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, have carried over assumptions of earlier debates. In particular, Talisse claims that they continue to presuppose ‘atomised individualism’ by regarding individuals as pre-social beings with a set of beliefs, needs and desires given to them prior to their entry into society. Accordingly, deliberation is conceived merely as a means to reach a settlement given these fixed and irreconcilable ends. Talisse objects that this replicates one of the objections that he thinks counts strongly against earlier, non-deliberative, liberal theory: ‘despite their ostensible turn from aggregation toward deliberation, liberal theorists of deliberative democracy have retained precisely the element which rendered the adversarial model unsatisfactory, namely, the view that citizens come into the political arena distinct, independent entities with competing and irreconcilable fixed interests’.​[27]​ 

In contrast, the Peircean account of deliberation does not regard pre-deliberative preferences as fixed and final, but treats them as things to be reflected upon, challenged, and potentially transformed. It holds that we should give up the liberal assumption of the self existing prior to socialisation, and instead recognise ourselves to be formed socially; as Misak writes, ‘the self will only be formed through thinking and decision-making. It is only in the midst of inquiry that we discover who and what we are, what we want, and what fits best with the evidence and argument’.​[28]​ And, for this reason, the Peirceans reject a further liberal move, that of placing extra-deliberative constraints on public discussion. Such constraints include the Rawlsian notion of ‘public reason’, which imposes limits on the kind of reason that can legitimately be put forward in discussion. A public reason is defined negatively: it is a reason that does not presuppose the truth of any particular comprehensive view of the good. Political liberals permit only public reasons because reasons derived from comprehensive doctrines cannot be shared by citizens who hold different such doctrines. Against this, Misak and Talisse complain that it is question-begging to stipulate what can and cannot function as a reason in advance of deliberation. Talisse writes that positions such as that of Rawls, insofar as they ‘begin from a priori and extra-deliberative stipulations concerning the content and scope of public deliberation that are placed beyond the reach of further scrutiny … must be rejected by the pragmatist’.​[29]​ In contrast, a truly deliberative democracy of the kind they both develop from Peirce would not allow anything to be placed beyond discussion.

However, a potential problem with the Peircean account of democracy is that, in allowing for no external constraints on deliberation, it seems to raise the spectre of majority tyranny.​[30]​ In Democracy After Liberalism (2005), Talisse suggests that this is not a real concern, for the values that liberals take to be important as a defence against majoritarianism are widely held and can thus be assumed: they ‘are so well established that they may be presumed for purposes of current deliberation in the way that a scientist may presume the truth of general physical laws when conducting his experiments’.​[31]​ It is perhaps surprising that Talisse appeals to contingent social practices in this way, for as we have seen one of Misak’s concerns with political liberals such as Rawls and Rorty is that in making such an appeal they fail to offer a neutral, non-question-begging justification of democracy. Misak herself proposes something that she takes to be less contingent. She argues that Peircean deliberative democracy entails a set of norms and principles which are central to inquiry itself, norms and principles which preclude majority tyranny. She writes that: ‘Once it is acknowledged that we have beliefs, then we can say that qua believers, we must abide by certain principles’.​[32]​ These include the principle that one must listen carefully to the reasons of other people, consider them, and either provide reasons against them or revise one’s own beliefs in order to meet their challenge. Not doing so, for example by dismissing reasons because of the ethnicity of the person offering them, means that we have adopted a poor means to uncover the truth.​[33]​ For his part, Talisse came to revise his earlier suggestion in the direction proposed by Misak. In A Pragmatist Philosophy of Democracy (2007), he joins her in arguing that the Peircean account of deliberation does not licence majority tyranny because public deliberation is itself constrained by norms which prohibit it: ‘the recognition of certain rights [Talisse mentions freedom of speech, assembly, conscience, of the press] … [are] constitutive of the commitment to proper epistemic practice’.​[34]​ 

In this way, the Peircean account of deliberation centres upon epistemology. It distinguishes firmly between epistemology and morality, holding that reasonable pluralism obtains in the latter, but not the former. As Talisse writes, ‘whereas there is a fact of reasonable pluralism concerning moral comprehensive doctrines, there is no corresponding pluralism with regard to our most basic epistemic commitments’.​[35]​ Richard Posner, a trenchant critic of deliberative democracy, has argued that deliberation is possible only in contexts, such as academic seminars, where there are shared norms: ‘A faculty workshop is a productive forum for deliberation because the participants share the essential premises of their disagreements; they are on common ground’.​[36]​ Posner goes on to say that deliberative democracy is impossible because in politics, there are no premises which citizens share and to which they can appeal in order to settle their differences. However, the Peircean claim is that if we keep in mind the distinction between morality and epistemology, it will be seen that citizens do in fact share some premises, namely certain epistemic norms. 

Misak and Talisse go on to argue that, because the holders of different comprehensive moral doctrines share epistemic norms, this provides a substantive and non-question-begging justification for deliberative democracy as they conceive of it. This is because it is only in a democracy that we are able to live up to the epistemic norms to which we are all already (at least implicitly) committed. Just as he thinks Peirce should not be thought to be commending one view of inquiry over three inferior views but rather as saying that all genuine inquirers necessarily adopt the scientific method, Talisse writes that he is not stipulating his own preferred deliberative norms but pointing out that reasonable doctrines themselves presuppose those norms: ‘the Peircean view identifies and draws upon epistemic norms and commitments that are internal to all reasonable comprehensive doctrines. It claims that only within a democratic framework can one satisfy one’s own view of epistemic responsibility’.​[37]​ All comprehensive doctrines take themselves to respect the need to establish the truth, and thus embrace norms such as reason giving and listening and responding to arguments and evidence. 

In this way, what Talisse calls ‘Peircean epistemic perfectionism’ is both substantive and endorsable from within different reasonable comprehensive doctrines, where reasonableness is seen in strictly epistemological terms as the willingness to offer and consider reasons.​[38]​ This is said to hold even for opponents of democracy. Those opponents, by virtue of having beliefs, themselves implicitly rely on democratic norms. As Misak writes, the opponent of democracy ‘is committed to having her beliefs governed by reasons, so any opponent is committed, whether he acknowledges it or not, to debate and deliberation’.​[39]​ 


Pluralism in epistemology and inquiry

If successful, Misak and Talisse have provided a substantive account of deliberative democracy which is at the same time justifiable to the holders of a wide diversity of comprehensive doctrines. However, I want to suggest that the Peircean account is unsuccessful in this regard. It does not recognise the fact of pluralism about epistemic norms and, relatedly, it presupposes a controversial and therefore reasonably rejectable conception of truth. 

It is central to Talisse and Misak’s justification of deliberative democracy to hold that citizens wish their beliefs to be true, and are thereby committed to the deliberative norms they identify. The fact of pluralism is held to apply to morality, but not to ‘our most basic epistemic commitments’. However, it is striking that many people who take themselves to be committed to the truth are able self-consciously to adopt epistemic norms different from and even contrary to those outlined by the Peirceans. Some people, for example many religious fundamentalists, shy away from engaging with others, in part out of fear that doing so might take them away from what they believe to be the truth. 

On the Peircean view, insofar as they avoid deliberating with non-believers, such people are unreasonable in failing to make good on their self-professed commitment to the truth. Talisse writes that: ‘Even the most closed-minded fundamentalist who bases her beliefs solely on the dictates of some allegedly holy book or person or institution takes herself to be epistemically deferring to epistemically appropriate and reliable sources of belief’.​[40]​ However, although fundamentalists can readily agree that they should only defer to such sources after due consideration of the reasons for and against doing so, this does not in itself require that they attend to the reasons of believers and non-believers alike. The fact that they share the aim of wanting their beliefs to be true need not commit them to deliberative democracy; indeed on their view, the inference is exactly wrong. Far from confronting alternatives as a means to reach the truth, some fundamentalists maintain that they need to be protected from alternatives out of fear that they might be tempted away from the truth as they see it.

The Peircean claim that pluralism does not obtain in epistemology assumes that it is possible to distinguish firmly between morality and epistemology, and that the latter is unaffected by the former. Both claims can be challenged, as they are for example by many Christians. The comprehensive moral doctrine of Christian believers contains the doctrine of Original Sin, something which impacts upon epistemology by determining how reason and evidence is viewed. If one believes in Original Sin, one believes that the mind is compromised from birth and is therefore incapable of the rational appraisal of evidence and reasons that Talisse and Misak take it to be. For Talisse, people who take this view are unreasonable, where reasonableness is defined as willingness to give and listen to reasons. However, if one thinks that doing so is unlikely to yield the truth or, worse, to take one away from the truth, one can reasonably respond that it would be unreasonable to engage in deliberation in the way he and Misak demand. 

In adopting norms contrary to those identified by the Peirceans and in maintaining that they are not obliged to deliberate with everyone, religious fundamentalists are by no means alone. Very few people are as strongly egalitarian as Misak and Talisse suppose, taking the views of everyone to be worthy of consideration. Significantly, this is the case with the ideal Peircean community of inquiry, that of natural science. Scientific inquiry is not democratic: there are very stringent controls on access, and only a relatively few highly-trained experts are taken seriously as participants. Talisse speaks of what he calls the norm of ‘epistemic agonism, the norm of ongoing engagement with those with whom one disagrees’,​[41]​ but this is not a norm recognised by every practising natural scientist. Indeed, scientists have sometimes suggested that embracing such a norm could well retard inquiry and the pursuit of truth. Richard Dawkins writes that he was persuaded by Stephen Jay Gould to refuse to debate with creationists, since the very act of sharing a platform with genuine scientists might grant such people an underserved legitimacy; he speaks of his refusal to ‘abet creationists in their disreputable quest for free publicity and unearned academic respectability’.​[42]​ 

Misak goes some way to recognising this fact about inquiry, and tries to accommodate it. She writes that ‘There cannot be anything wrong, generally speaking, with giving extra weight to the opinions of some. We think, for instance, that it is conducive to truth-seeking to give special weight to physicists in questions of physics’.​[43]​ However, this does not fully acknowledge the challenge that the existence of expert communities of inquiry represent to her argument. In the case of physics, we do not give ‘extra weight’ to the opinions of physicists, but hold that their opinions on that subject are the only ones worth having.

A second though related objection is that, for Talisse at least, the Peircean account of truth is both controversial and highly demanding. Misak faithfully follows Peirce in holding that inquirers are, in the natural course of events, satisfied with their beliefs: ‘Accepted hypotheses and theories are stable until they are upset by experience’.​[44]​ In contrast, Talisse maintains that citizens can never be satisfied with their beliefs and that instead they must be continually open to alternatives and challenges. This is a requirement which he pushes so far as to claim that citizens ought to call into question their beliefs even where they are confident of their truth. Drawing on John Stuart Mill’s argument in On Liberty, he writes that ‘Deliberately confronting those with whom we disagree is essential even when we have the truth’.​[45]​ This claim is supported with reference to Cass Sunstein’s research into group polarisation. Sunstein found that if we confine our deliberations to those with whom we are already in substantive agreement, this will gradually take us to a more extreme position. Talisse writes that: ‘if we do not engage opposing views, but instead communicate only with those with whom we agree, our “answer” shall shift progressively to a more extreme view, and thus we lose the truth’.​[46]​ However, the argument here is not as clear as it might be. Unlike Sunstein, Talisse connects moderation with truth, but the connection is not explained (it is rather assumed by placing of the words ‘and thus’ between ‘shift progressively to a more extreme view’ and ‘we lose the truth’). This connection only holds if we take it that extremism qua extremism to be both readily identifiable and untrue, claims which are certainly open to challenge.​[47]​ 

Talisse’s Peircean understanding of truth and its resulting commitment to deliberation turns on adherence to Mill, and in particular on an implicit but tangible acceptance of his claim that truth is a balance between opposing positions; as he wrote, ‘on every subject on which difference of opinion is possible, the truth depends on a balance to be struck between two sets of conflicting reasons’.​[48]​ Many people would of course deny this and maintain that truth is independent of what is thought about it. Furthermore, although true to Mill, it is an understanding of truth that leads Talisse away from both Peirce and Misak. As we have seen, Peirce thought of doubt not as a natural condition, but one which is brought about only if a concrete reason is forthcoming. Whereas Talisse holds that deliberately confronting ‘those with whom we disagree is essential even when we have the truth’, Peirce and Misak would I think regard this as ‘paper doubt’. It seems to me that what takes Talisse away from Peirce and Misak in this way is his drawing a false inference from two claims which are themselves correct. Following Peirce, he rightly holds (i) that inquirers must be open to objections and listen to alternatives, and (ii) that the method of science applies not just to natural science but to all areas of inquiry. From this, he goes on to conclude (iii) that citizens must be responsive to objections from whoever raises them: ‘The enterprise of justification is that of hearing and responding to objections and challenges from all quarters’.​[49]​ However, this conclusion does not necessarily follow from (i) and (ii) – Peirce did not reach it – and is furthermore controversial.​[50]​ 


Deweyan pragmatism as a normatively substantive account of democracy 

Talisse has identified perhaps the central dilemma confronting political theory, to respect the fact of pluralism at the cost of refusing to offer a substantive normative justification of democracy, or seek to offer such a justification at the risk of conflicting with pluralism. I have suggested that by not acknowledging the fact of pluralism in epistemology, together with its reliance on a controversial notion of truth, Peircean deliberativism does not successfully respond to that dilemma. Further, it seems to me that in order to address it, Talisse himself shifts between two different positions. On the one hand, he maintains that his account of deliberation is simply a description of the norms that are internal to all comprehensive doctrines, something which is said therefore to respect pluralism. On the other, he offers an account of how inquiry ought to be conducted, something which on inspection runs contrary to pluralism because it requires acceptance of norms that are not shared by all comprehensive doctrines. This equivocation is I think evidenced in the following passage: 

although it is a substantive view of democracy, Peircean epistemic perfectionism is based on a set of norms that are consistent with the full range of comprehensive moral, philosophical, and religious doctrines: All such doctrines aspire to get things right, and getting things right requires access to the processes and institutions that facilitate proper inquiry. Hence the Peircean view identifies and draws upon epistemic norms and commitments that are internal to all reasonable comprehensive doctrines.​[51]​ 

The first sentence makes the descriptive claim that proponents of all comprehensive doctrines share (explicitly or implicitly) the norms identified by the Peirceans. However, the second sentence introduces the normative notion ‘reasonableness’, with unreasonableness defined as refusal to embrace the Peircean norms of offering reasons, evidence and arguments to whoever asks for them. This conflicts both with the claim that those norms are internal to ‘the full range’ of comprehensive doctrines, and with Talisse’s Peircean concern not to stipulate his own preferred norms but simply to describe the norms to which we are already committed. 

The failure to offer a normatively substantive account of deliberation which can at the same time respect the fact of pluralism does not, I think, point to a defect which might potentially be remedied. Rather, it illustrates that the dilemma Talisse identifies cannot be resolved. I want to conclude by suggesting that pragmatists should set aside concern with the fact of pluralism, and follow Dewey in focusing on justifying a strongly normative account of democracy. 

As with more recent deliberative democrats, Dewey regarded democracy as the means for individuals to express their beliefs with a view to affecting political outcomes. But he also tied democracy to what he called ‘growth’, something which he maintained can only be achieved in democratic conditions. It is only within a democracy that individuals can become aware of the needs and interests of their fellow citizens, and consider their own views in relation to them. If we follow the pragmatists in giving up the idea of the ‘atomised individual’ living apart from society, then what matters are the conditions within which our identities are formed and able to develop. In Festenstein’s summary, ‘Growth for individuals requires the right social conditions; my growth or flourishing is mutually interdependent with yours, and therefore requires that you are able to exercise pragmatic intelligence in the making of collective decisions on the same footing as me’.​[52]​ 

From this perspective, a further objection to the Peircean argument is that in focusing on epistemology, it squeezes out of our understanding of democracy things that many people take to be important. For it conceives of democracy as being justified exclusively as the means for individuals to uncover the truth; as Talisse writes, ‘the Peircean endorses a specific model of democracy and citizenship for the sake of proper epistemic practice’.​[53]​ This is a somewhat reductive understanding of democratic life, one which makes the justification of democracy derivative of the truth, rather than seeing the truth as one component of the good life. But as Hilary Putnam has remarked in his defence of Deweyan democracy, ‘We are not concerned with the ethical or democratic life only or even primarily because we have to live that way in order to discover and tell the truth, be sincere, and have reasons; rather, being sincere and telling the truth are among the obligations that we sometimes undertake in connection with the ethical life’.​[54]​ Putnam is I think correct to emphasise that we only confront these obligations ‘sometimes’; we need not go as far as to say that truth is entirely divorced from politics, but at the same time we should recognise that it is not always at issue, nor of overriding value. Talisse requires that citizens be committed to ‘hearing and responding to objections and challenges from all quarters’, but it might be that sometimes certain challenges, for example those of racists, might reasonably be limited out of concern for the harm that this will cause other members of society.

To be sure, both Talisse and Misak recognise these other concerns, but consistent with their premises they seek narrowly to accommodate them in purely epistemic terms. Both state that we can exclude those who are uninterested in truth. Misak claims that we can decline to deliberate with those who are not ‘serious inquirers’, those who do not attend to reason and evidence, among whom she includes Holocaust deniers.​[55]​ In purely Peircean terms, however, she is mistaken. As Stanley Fish has argued, it is not the case that Holocaust deniers are uninterested in truth or evidence. In a discussion of historian Deborah Lipstadt’s writings on Holocaust denial, Fish points out that: ‘Lipstadt is wrong to assert that “evidence plays no role for the deniers” or that deniers “repudiate reasoned discussion”. Deniers’ pages are no less full of evidence and reasoning than are her pages; it is just that what is evidence for them is absurdity for her and what is evidence for her is Zionist blindness for them’.​[56]​ 

In contrast, the Deweyan view, in which deliberation is tied to a conception of human flourishing, is able to deal with such people without having to make the ultimately unsuccessful manoeuvres attempted by Misak. One might point to the harm that allowing them to express their views is likely (and calculated) to cause.​[57]​ As such, society might rightly shun them or even prosecute them out of the concern that taking them seriously will grant legitimacy to their claims. 

Significantly, this is a point that is allowed by Misak. After stating that one can ignore Holocaust deniers because they are not serious truth-seeking inquirers, she goes on to offer a second reason, which is that: ‘engagement with Holocaust deniers might be seen to lend their views legitimacy and, since we do not want to encourage the thought that there is any basis to their denials, it might be decided best to stay out of television debates and the like with the deniers’.​[58]​ This is exactly right, and is so good (and Deweyan) a reason that I suggest the whole idea of attending to their ‘seriousness’ simply drops out as being, in political matters, beside the point. 

The reason that Talisse is hostile to Deweyan democracy is that it is said to be incompatible with reasonable pluralism. Talisse has some harsh words to say about the Deweyan ideal: ‘It is a democratic ideal that prescribes the oppression of reasonable persons’.​[59]​ However, this is I suggest overstated. Although Dewey thinks that human flourishing requires participation, this does not entail a particular moral vision or view of the good life. Dewey explicitly distances himself for example from Rousseau’s notion of a general will, and does not assume that individual interests will give way to unanimity; he calls for ‘the full development of individuals in their distinctive individuality, not the sacrifice of them to some alleged vague larger good’.​[60]​
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